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Nonnus’ Paraphrase of the Gospel according to John as Didactic Epic (Fotini 
Hadjittofi) 
 
Didactic is an ill-defined and much-maligned poetic genre.1 While modern 
scholars struggle to stipulate the criteria by which a poem can be termed ‘didactic’,2 
ancient grammarians generally did not even set such a (sub)genre apart from narrative 
epic.3 As well as being difficult to pin down, didactic can also be difficult to 
appreciate: its aesthetic ‘otherness’, by our standards, can compel a modern critic to 
ask, “Why read didactic epic?”4 
As opposed to modern audiences, the ancients definitely appreciated didactic, 
but were not entirely sure whether they appreciated it qua poetry. In the fourth 
century BCE, Aristotle was willing to exclude Empedocles’ verses from the category 
of poetry tout court, based on their lack of mimesis.5 For Aristotle, at least, what 
makes ‘good poetry’ is a good (mythological) plot – and plot is an element that 
didactic manifestly lacks. According to both Plato and Plutarch, when Socrates felt 
obliged, by a dream, to turn his hand to poetry, he decided to set Aesop’s fables into 
verse, recognizing that he would be an implausible ‘manufacturer of fictions’, which 
are the essential ingredients of poetry.6 Plutarch goes on to offer a version of 
                                                
1 I am grateful to the audience at the Lisbon workshop, especially Gianfranco Agosti and Anna 
Lefteratou, for their helpful comments. I would also like to acknowledge the financial support of FCT – 
Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia – through project PTDC/LLT- LES/30930/2017. 
2 See, among others, Dalzell 1996, 9-31; Toohey 1996, 2-19; Gale 2004; Vesperini 2015. Volk’s 2002 
influential definition of four criteria (explicit didactic intent; a teacher-student constellation; poetic 
self-consciousness; poetic simultaneity) has also come under criticism – see Sider 2014. 
3 Quintilian, for example, considers Hesiod (Inst. 10.52) and Lucretius (10.87) epic poets. The Latin 
grammarian Diomedes (second half of the 4th century) mentions Empedocles, Lucretius, Aratus, 
Cicero, and Virgil’s Georgics as examples of the genre he calls enarrativum | enuntiativum | 
exegetikon, where the poet speaks in his own voice throughout the poem. This category was 
traditionally reserved for lyric, and indeed Proclus classifies “gnomic” (γνωµολογικά) and “georgic” 
(γεωργικά) under lyric genres related to circumstance; see Photius 320a. The clearest trace of a didactic 
genre in ancient criticism is very brief: in the Tractatus Coislinianus, possibly by Theophrastus, non-
mimetic poetry is subdivided into the historical and “didactic” (παιδευτική), which is further divided 
into the “expository” (ὑφηγητική) and “theoretical”. On this tantalizing text and its authorship see 
Nesselrath 1990, 102-146. 
4 Toohey 1996, 19. 
5 See Poet. 1447b17-1447b20. The question continued to be debated well into the imperial period; see, 
e.g., Lactant., Div. inst. 2.12. 
6 See Pl., Phd. 60c-61b and Plut., Mor. 16b-d (= Quomodo adul. 2). Plato has Socrates admit he 
versified Aesop because αὐτὸς οὐκ ἦ µυθολογικός (61b5), while Plutarch says the philosopher would 
In: F. Hadjittofi – A. Lefteratou (eds.), The Genres of Late Antique Christian Poetry: Between 
Modulations and Transpositions., De Gruyter, Trends in Classics Supplementary Volumes, 
2020. 
 
Aristotle’s argument: “But the epics of Empedocles and Parmenides, the Theriaca of 
Nicander, and the collections of maxims by Theognis are, rather, speeches which have 
borrowed meter and sublimity (ὄγκος) as a vehicle from poetry, so that they might 
escape what is pedestrian [i.e., prose].”7 Despite the dearth of explicit theorization, 
then, it is clear that ancient criticism was aware of a didactic tradition that included 
both archaic and Hellenistic poets, and whose distinguishing feature was the absence 
of narrative. 
Given the cardinal importance of narrativity (or lack thereof) in demarcating 
didactic from other forms of epic, it might seem strange that this chapter undertakes to 
examine under the rubric of ‘didactic’ Nonnus’ Paraphrase of the Gospel according 
to John, a poem that does have a narrative structure and whose narrator never 
addresses a specific audience nor indicates (at least not explicitly) that he aims to 
teach. In focusing on didactic the objective of this contribution will not be to 
champion the importance of this subgenre over narrative epic, but rather to highlight 
the relevance of the long didactic tradition for Nonnus’ Christian poem – a relevance 
that has so far been overlooked. The first part of this chapter will present a more 
restricted version of the argument, suggesting that the Paraphrase ‘modulates’ 
didactic specifically in relation to Jesus’ speech. The second part will offer a more 
tentative but broader argument, reading the whole poem as a  ‘transposition’ of John’s 
Gospel into a form which ancient readers might have interpreted as, or associated with 
didactic. 
Jesus the Teacher: Modulating Didactic  
The possibility of labelling Latin biblical epic as didactic has been floated and 
dismissed, in spite of the strong didactic markers some such poems exhibit.8 Roberts, 
                                                
be a bad ψευδῶν δηµιουργός (16c6-7). In the 4th century CE, Julian the Emperor (Or. 7.3.9-17 = 207b) 
claims that Archilochus employed myths in his poetry because “he knew well that poetry which lacks 
myth is mere versification, and is deprived of, one could say, its own essence” (σαφῶς δὲ ἐγνωκὼς ὅτι 
στεροµένη µύθου ποίησις ἐποποιΐα µόνον ἐστίν, ἐστέρηται δέ, ὡς ἂν εἴποι τις, ἑαυτῆς). All translations 
are my own. 
7 16c11-16d1: τὰ δ' Ἐµπεδοκλέους ἔπη καὶ Παρµενίδου καὶ θηριακὰ Νικάνδρου καὶ γνωµολογίαι 
Θεόγνιδος λόγοι εἰσὶ κιχράµενοι παρὰ ποιητικῆς ὥσπερ ὄχηµα τὸ µέτρον καὶ τὸν ὄγκον, ἵνα τὸ πεζὸν 
διαφύγωσιν. For rich commentary on this passage see Hunter – Russell 2011 ad loc.  
8 See, e.g., the explicit didacticism in Claudius Marius Victorius, Alethia 104-105: dum teneros 
formare animos et corda paramus | ad verum virtutis iter puerilibus annis (“as I prepare to shape 
tender minds and hearts | to the true path of virtue in their youthful years”) – in just these two verses we 
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for example, points out that Arator, in his De actibus apostolorum, speaks more as a 
predicator than a narrator; and yet the poem, “[d]espite its instructional intent, differs 
from didactic poetry in its reliance on the order of the biblical narrative rather than a 
sequence of argument.”9 Nonnus’ Paraphrase obviously shares this reliance on the 
structure of biblical narrative, which it replicates without any divergences. Compared, 
however, to the Latin biblical epics, which are largely episodic and narrate events, the 
Paraphrase is considerably more discursive: just as John’s Gospel, it includes 
extensive passages where the plotline does not advance, as no action takes place apart 
from Jesus speaking to and  instructing single interlocutors, the restricted group of his 
disciples or larger crowds.10  
In fact, five whole Books (13-17) are dedicated to a long speech, in which 
Jesus gives advice to his disciples regarding their behaviour and faith after his 
departure from this world, and tells them how they should confront the difficulties 
that lie ahead. The speech even includes a kind of ‘georgics’ in the parable of the true 
vine (Book 15), where Jesus instructs his disciples how to grow not plants but 
themselves as offshoots of the eternal and divine plant. Kennedy has characterized the 
corresponding chapters (13-17) of John’s Gospel as an extensive epideictic speech 
(perhaps a consolatio),11 but perhaps ‘didactic’ would be a better label, at least for the 
Paraphrase, which is composed in dactylic hexameters, given that Jesus is presented 
repeatedly and obsessively as a teacher throughout this text. While in some cases this 
emphasis is derived from John and even replicates the phrasing of the Gospel itself, 
for example by calling Jesus a διδάσκαλος (3:2 = Par. 3.10),12 very frequently it is the 
poet who introduces the vocabulary of teaching and learning, without any verbal 
prompt from the Gospel.13 Already in Book 1, John the Baptist describes those who 
                                                
find three out of the four criteria stipulated by Volk 2002 (above, n. 2): explicit didactic intent, a 
teacher-student constellation, and poetic self-consciousness.  
9 Roberts 1985, 179. Cf. Consolino 2005, 515-526. 
10 This discursiveness is pointed out by ancient readers (e.g., Greg. Naz. I.1.23 = PG 37.494: Παῦρα δ' 
Ἰωάννου δῄεις ἱερῇ ἐνὶ βίβλῳ | Θαύµατα δὴ, πολλοὺς δὲ λόγους Χριστοῖο ἄνακτος. “Now in the sacred 
book of John you will find few | miracles, but many speeches of Christ the king”), and is precisely what 
won John the Evangelist the title Θεολόγος. 
11 See Kennedy 1984, 73-85. 
12 See, further, Par. 6.181: διδάσκων (= Jο 6:59); 7.52: ἐδίδαξεν (Jο 7:14 ἐδίδασκεν); 7.59: διδαχή (= 
Jο 7:16). 
13 Origen, who wrote a commentary on John’s Gospel, was one of the first thinkers to conceptualize 
Jesus primarily as a teacher. For example, in the preface to his De principiis he terms believers  “those 
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have not (yet) received Jesus’ divine teaching as an “uninstructed, ignorant crowd” 
(1.112: ἀδίδακτον ἀπευθέα λαὸν), whereas no such notion of teaching and learning is 
present in the Gospel. In several other cases the verb διδάσκω characterizes Jesus’ 
speeches, where the Gospel uses unmarked verbs such as ‘to speak’ (λαλῶ or λέγω),14 
‘announce’ (ἀγγέλλω),15 or ‘reply’ (ἀποκρίνοµαι).16   
In one example, Nonnus turns Johannine Jesus’ “the things I speak” (12:50: ἃ 
οὖν ἐγὼ λαλῶ) into “the things I teach you” (12.199: καὶ ὑµέας ὅσσα διδάσκω), thus 
not only adding the idea of Jesus’ speech as instruction but also bringing the audience 
to the fore – ὑµέας.17 The second person (either singular or plural) is central for 
didactic poetry, whose discourse is always directed at an  addressee – the so-called 
‘didactic “you”’, first exemplified in Hesiod’s feckless brother, Perses.18 In the 
Paraphrase, as in John’s Gospel, Jesus can (somewhat disconcertingly) move from a 
singular to a plural ‘you’ while addressing specific interlocutors: for example, in his 
long speech to Nicodemus Jesus starts by addressing him personally, in the singular, 
(3.50: Ἰσραὴλ σὺ µέν ἐσσι διδάσκαλος, οὐ νοέεις δέ; “You are a teacher of Israel, but 
you do not understand”), but as the speech progresses, the focus shifts from 
Nicodemus to all of humankind, and some ten verses later Jesus is now 
apostrophizing a plural ‘you’ (3.61: ὑµείων βαρυπειθέες εἰσὶν ἀκουαί; “your ears are 
so slow to believe”). Such fluid shifts between singular and plural addressees have a  
                                                
who derive knowledge … from the very words and teachings of Christ” (scientiam … ab ipsis verbis 
Christi doctrinaque suscipiunt). For a possible Origenist reading of the Paraphrase see Hadjittofi 2018. 
14 See, e.g., Par. 3.57: διδάσκοµεν (Jο 3:11: λαλοῦµεν); 14.19: ἰάχησε διδάσκων (Jο 14:6: λέγει). For 
5.132-3, where διδάσκων | … µετέρχοµαι ‘translates’ John’s λέγω (5:34), Agosti 2003 ad loc. notes 
that the verb διδάσκω frequently appears at the end of the verse, and argues that its use reveals Nonnus’ 
dependence on Cyril (Jo. 2.9 = PG 73.397c): διδάσκων δὲ πάλιν. 
15 Par. 4.128: διδάξει (Jο 4:25: ἀναγγελεῖ). 
16 In Par. 4.61, 8.88, and 9.15 Nonnus uses ἐδίδαξεν where Jοhn (4:13, 8:34, and 9:3 respectively) has 
ἀπεκρίθη. In 14.88 he replaces John’s ἀπεκρίθη (14:23) with ἀγόρευεν … διδάσκων. 
17 The following verse makes it clear that Jesus is an extraordinary kind of teacher, relaying superior 
knowledge (it is what his Father told him; 12.200: ὥσπερ ἐµοὶ κατέλεξε πατὴρ ἐµός, ὣς ἀγορεύω) to 
his disciples. We could compare archaic didactic poetry’s claim to knowledge through direct contact 
with the divine, as in Hesiod’s encounter with and inspiration by the Muses at the beginning of the 
Theogony or Parmenides’ proem, where the narrator describes his journey through the heavens. 
18 For the importance of the addressee in didactic epic see the essays in Schiesaro – Mitsis – Strauss 
Clay 1994. 
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metaleptic effect: it is as if Jesus is speaking to, and teaching, not only the characters 
inside the text but also the readers themselves.19 
It is also worth noticing that in the only passage where the  narrator of the 
Paraphrase addresses his readers (the external audience), he does so by near-quoting 
a plural ‘you’ apostrophe of Jesus to an internal audience (the reluctant Jews). At the 
end of Book 20, the poet, following the Evangelist (Jo 20:31), offers an aposiopesis of 
Jesus’ miracles, and explains that what is written in the divine book, has been written 
“so that you may believe” (20.141: ὄφρα κε πίστιν ἔχοιτε), and “those of you who 
believe” (20.143: ὔµµι δὲ πειθοµένοισιν) will be saved. What the poet promises his 
external audience as a reward for assenting to the truth of his text echoes promises 
made by Jesus to several audiences earlier in the poem, but the most relevant parallel, 
perhaps, is Jesus’ pledge in Book 8 that truth will save “those of you who believe” 
(8.81: ὑµῖν πειθοµένοισιν). So, even though the Paraphrase does not present a stable, 
straightforward teacher – pupil relationship such as, for example, that of Hesiod and 
Perses, the poem invites us to discern a thread which binds together, on the one hand, 
the divine teacher Jesus, the Evangelist, and the poet as conveyors of absolute truth 
and, on the other, their various audiences, both internal and external, as pupils.20 
In order to elucidate further the modulation of didactic in Jesus’ speech, it 
would be useful to take a brief look at the vocabulary of Christian didaxis in the 
Paraphrase and its possible roots in didactic poetry. A very general point is that 
Nonnus’ Jesus presents an extremely black-and-white view of the world, which goes 
back to archaic didactic (a genre that is built on the distinction between ἀγαθός / 
κακός), although, of course, this worldview and the vocabulary that transmits it are 
mediated and constantly  recycled throughout Greek literature.21 Thus, Nonnus’ Jesus 
proclaims that he will save the “deluded sinners” (12.160-161: νοοβλαβέας δὲ σαώσω 
| ἄνδρας ἀλιτραίνοντας). The word ἀλιτραίνοντας goes back to Hesiod’s much cited 
                                                
19 For metalepsis in John’s Gospel see Eisen 2013, esp. 342 for singular and plural addressees. Jesus’ 
speeches with more than one addressee are usually for either large crowds of (mostly) faithless people 
or the more restricted group of disciples; they can also be read as a challenge for ‘us’, the external 
audience, to consider with which of these internal audiences we are to identify. According to Dalzell 
1996, 25-26, it is a hallmark of didactic that the listener is not expected to identify with the speaker / 
poet, but with the person addressed.  
20 On the relationship between Jesus, the Evangelist, and the poet see further Hadjittofi, forthcoming. 
21 For a general introduction to Hesiod’s afterlife in Late Antiquity see Agosti 2016; for Hesiod and 
(less so) Theognis in the Christian poems of the Bodmer papyrus (with perceptive comments on how 
intertextuality intersects with genre) see Agosti 2001, esp. 192-194, 198, 202, 208, 213-215. 
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condemnation of “the man who sins and devises presumptuous deeds” in the Works 
and Days (241: ὅστις ἀλιτραίνῃ καὶ ἀτάσθαλα µηχανάαται). Jesus’ words could even 
be interpreted as a case of  Kontrastimitation, given that he offers to save the sinners 
who in Hesiod’s world would have been responsible not only for their own fall but 
also for taking their whole cities down with them.22  
Another striking example of Hesiodean recasting is Jesus’ description of the 
devil as a fraudster, one who “sends forth a man-beguiling word, wheedling and 
coaxing” (8.130: αἱµύλα κωτίλλων ἀπατήνορα µῦθον ἰάλλει). This is based on 
Hesiod’s famous warning not to be deceived by the alluring woman who wheedles 
and coaxes men because she is after their farms (Op. 374-375: µηδὲ γυνή σε νόον 
πυγοστόλος ἐξαπατάτω | αἱµύλα κωτίλλουσα, τεὴν διφῶσα καλιήν). While the 
hemistich αἱµύλα κωτίλλουσα was renowned as a Hesiodean tag,23 Nonnus’ 
ἀπατήνορα seems to echo Hesiod’s ἐξαπατάτω from the previous verse and thus 
indicates awareness of the context from which the quotation is derived – a context that 
the readers are also invited to consider. If they did so, they might infer that by 
describing the devil in terms of the Hesiodean temptress, Nonnus is implying that it is 
mainly through sexuality that the devil will attempt to deceive men, although, again, 
this notion is entirely absent from the Gospel. 
Moving now from sinners to believers, and from Hesiod’s hexameter to 
Theognis’ elegiac didactic, we could note, for example, that in the long speech to his 
disciples Jesus tells them they have a “cleansed mind” (13.54: καθαρὸν νόον),24 an 
expression which is first found in Theognis’ exhortation to Cyrnus to either love him 
with “cleansed mind” or renounce and openly hate him.25 As Simelidis notes 
regarding this same expression in Gregory of Nazianzus, the conjunction is “common 
in antiquity, especially in later philosophers and Church Fathers.”26 Gregory, 
                                                
22 The Hesiodean context is almost certainly relevant for the only other use of this verb in the 
Paraphrase, when Jesus’ disciples ask him if the man born blind was being punished for his own sins 
or those of his parents (9.12: οὗτος ἀλιτραίνων θεὸν ἤκαχεν ἠὲ τοκῆες); cf. Lefteratou 2016, 287, n. 59.  
23 In the 6th century CE the Gazan rhetor Choricius cites the famous hemistich with explicit attribution 
to “the Ascraian”; see the Epithalamium for Zacharias, ed. Foerster - Richtsteig 5.1.14: αἱµύλα κατὰ 
τὸν Ἀσκραῖον κωτίλλουσαι. 
24 The full sentence reads Par. 13.53-54: ἄµµορον ἀµπλακίης καθαρὸν νόον ἴστε καὶ αὐτοί, | ἀλλ' 
οὔπως ἅµα πάντες (“Not having a share in sin, you yourselves experience a cleansed mind, | but not 
entirely all of you”). Greco 2004 comm. ad loc. does not mention Theognis. 
25 Thgn. 89-90: ἤ µε φίλει καθαρὸν θέµενος νόον, ἤ µ' ἀποειπών | ἔχθαιρ’ ἀµφαδίην νεῖκος ἀειράµενος. 
26 Simelidis 2009, 134. 
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however, echoes, and even names, Theognis elsewhere too,27 and it is entirely 
possible that he alludes to the archaic poet in a more conscious way. The same can be 
true of Nonnus, who could also be evoking, apart from Theognis’ repeated stress on 
inner cleanliness,28 the ‘teacher and pupil against the corrupt world’ attitude for which 
the poet of the Theognidea is famous.29 After all, Jesus’ overall objective in this five-
Book-length monologue is to exhort his disciples to love him (and each other) and 
prepare them for the inevitable attack they will suffer from the unjust world. Jesus’ 
vocabulary of steadfastness and of being always the same is also reminiscent of 
Theognidean instruction. Cyrnus is advised to be a good man, whose mind is “always 
steadfast” (319: ἔµπεδον αἰεί, at the end of the hexameter); Jesus promises to send the 
Holy Spirit to the disciples after his departure from the world, and describes him as 
“an always steadfast guide to certitude” (same sedes; 14.63-64: ἔµπεδον αἰεὶ | 
ἀτρεκίης ὀχετηγόν).30  
Finally, it can be pointed out that the Nonnian Jesus speaks not only like an 
archaic didactic poet, but also like a Hellenistic one, and indeed in a context where a 
genre-specific allusion is supremely appropriate.31 In his coded prophecy in Book 3, 
Jesus predicts that  
οὕτω γυιοβόρων τελέων ἀλκτήρια νούσων 
καὶ πάις ἀνθρώποιο βροτοῖς ὑψούµενος ἔσται,       75 
λυσιπόνου µίµηµα δρακοντείοιο προσώπου, 
 
thus creating an antidote for limb-devouring diseases, 
the Son of man shall also be raised up for mortals,  75  
in imitation of the pain-loosing serpentine face.     (Par. 3.74-76) 
 
                                                
27 See +Kuhn-Treichel’s contribution in this volume. Cf. Gregory’s approval of Theognis’ views on 
friendship in Ep. 13.1 ed. Gallay. 
28 See, e.g., Thgn. 447-452, a poem whose basic argument is, ‘if you want to wash me’ (447: Εἴ µ’ 
ἐθέλεις πλύνειν), ‘you will always find me clean’ (452: αἰεὶ δ' ἄνθος ἔχει καθαρόν).  
29 Cf. Theognis’ famous promise of poetic immortality to Cyrnus in 236-254; Jesus also offers his 
disciples immortality, albeit of a different kind. 
30 This word does not appear in the same sedes in the Dionysiaca. Cf. from the same speech, in the 
parable of the vine at Par. 15.27-28: εἰ δ’ ἐν ἐµοὶ µίµνητε, καὶ ἡµετέρης ῥόος αὐδῆς | ὑµέας ἀρδεύων 
ὑποκάρδιος ἔµπεδος εἴη (“But if you abide in me, and the flow of my voice which irrigates you 
remains steadfast in your hearts”). In another speech he describes himself as the ‘steadfast light’ (8.6: 
φάος ἔµπεδον) of life, while he calls the (spiritual) water he offers the Samaritan woman ἔµπεδον ὕδωρ 
(4.68).  
31 In the Beroe episode of the Dionysiaca (Book 41) Nonnus alludes, in a layered manner, first to 
Hesiod and then to Aratus; see Faulkner 2017, with comments on the relevance of the didactic tradition 
for that episode. For Hellenistic echoes in Nonn. Par. see also Accorinti + in this volume. 
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The conjunction ἀλκτήρια νούσων occurs in exactly the same form and sedes 
in Nicander’s Alexipharmaca (350), a poem that precisely contains instructions for 
making antidotes.32 It is also found in the same poet’s Theriaca, whose subject, 
venomous creatures – primarily snakes, is obviously relevant for our passage. In the 
Theriaca, then, we read “Pay attention now; I will set out compound antidotes for 
diseases. | Take the limb-nourishing root of Sicilian fustic” (528-529: Νῦν δ' ἄγε τοι 
ἐπίµικτα νόσων ἀλκτήρια λέξω. | Θρινακίην µὲν ῥίζαν ἕλευ γυιαλθέα θάψου).33 
Nicander’s γυιαλθέα is an hapax, just like Nonnus’ γυιοβόρων. The stylistic similarity 
between the poems makes Nonnus’ Jesus sound very much like a learned didactic 
poet and physician, but also underscores the differences between the technical, 
scientific knowledge (supposedly) imparted by Nicander and the coded, spiritual truth 
taught by Nonnus’ Jesus – a novel kind of physician, as the poem explicitly describes 
him elsewhere.34 
Transposing the Gospel into Didactic Poetry 
My discussion of allusions to didactic poetry in the section above has not been 
interested in Nonnus’ paraphrastic modus operandi in the technical sense, but has 
rather aimed to reveal a repertoire of didactic themes, which, together, help to shape 
Nonnus’ Jesus into a predicator whose voice is (also) invested with the authority of a 
venerable succession of didactic poets.35 This does not mean, of course, that the 
weight of the didactic tradition is only felt in Jesus’ speeches,36 although his frequent 
and longwinded exhortations and warnings are indeed the primary locus of instruction 
in the poem. The  narrator of the Paraphrase, whose own authority is based not on his 
individuality (as he does not identify himself) but on his ‘impersonation’ of the 
                                                
32 See Massimilla 2016, 266, who also notes Pindar’s Apollo as ‘healer of all manner of diseases’ 
(Pyth. 3.7: παντοδαπᾶν ἀλκτῆρα νούσων). 
33 Overduin 2015 ad loc. notes that the conjunction νόσων ἀλκτήρια is quasi-formulaic in Nicander, as 
it also appears (in slightly different versions) in vv. 7, 493, and 837.  
34 See Par. 12.162: ἰητὴρ ἀσίδηρος (“a doctor without iron instruments”). 
35 On the importance of authority for didactic see Canevaro 2014 and Strauss Clay 2015. The status of 
Jesus as a ‘foreigner to this world’ (Par. 8.53: ξεῖνος ἔφυν κόσµοιο) in a way parallels Hesiod’s  
‘metanastic’ persona: on this term see Martin 1992, esp. 28 for how Hesiod’s self-positioning as an 
outsider allows him to inhabit the apparently distinct poetic personae of the adviser/critic (Op.) and the 
praiser of gods (Theog.).   
36 See +Accorinti’s contribution in this volume for the identification of a Hesiodean allusion in Pilate’s 
words. 
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Evangelist,37 can also use the language of didactic to guide his readers towards the 
correct interpretation of the biblical characters’ speeches, actions, and mindsets. It has 
been pointed out, for example, that the narrator of the Paraphrase uses the Hesiodean 
adjective ἁµαρτίνοος, first employed for Epimetheus, who “from the beginning was a 
bane to men”,38 twice to describe the “mind-erring Pharisees” (1.88 and 7.121: 
ἁµαρτινόων Φαρισαίων), which is not surprising, and once for the disciples, when 
they find Jesus’ discourse about the bread too harsh, and seem to have second 
thoughts (6.188: Χριστὸς ἁµαρτινόοισιν ἔπος ξύνωσε µαθηταῖς).39 This inherent 
instability in the  characterization of the disciples (some things they understand; 
others escape them; they are mostly faithful but not all of them and not always) makes 
them ideal didactic addressees,40 and challenges the  readers to consider their own 
position and understanding, while also highlighting the role of the narrator as a 
fellow-guide (along with Jesus) in the path towards knowledge.41 
Indeed, this section will argue that the whole poem can be read as structurally 
echoing the long, didactic tradition that stretches from the archaic down to the 
imperial period. A first, and rather obvious, point is that this poem is the  transposition 
into hexameter verse of a prose model. This is a practice that attaches specifically 
well to didactic, whose Hellenistic and Roman version relied on the versification of 
prose treatises,42 as if didactic poets readily assumed what Plutarch states in the 
                                                
37 I develop this idea in Hadjittofi, forthcoming, where I also argue for the possibility of an allusion to 
Theognis’ famous sphragis in the epilogue of the Paraphrase.  
38 Hes., Theog. 511-512: ἁµαρτίνοόν τ' Ἐπιµηθέα· | ὃς κακὸν ἐξ ἀρχῆς γένετ’ ἀνδράσιν ἀλφηστῇσι.  
39 The allusion is pointed out by De Stefani 2002, n. on 1.88. Cf., recently, Ypsilanti – Franco 2018, 
174. 
40 Cf. Hesiod’s Perses, who is the perfect addressee precisely because of his flaws; see Canevaro 2014, 
30, and Aloni 2017, 7. 
41 The metaphor of the journey or the path towards knowledge is one of the main “structural metaphors 
of teaching”, according to Fowler 2000, 208-210, and it is omnipresent in both the Gospel and the 
Paraphrase. In fact, the latter occasionally adds this notion without prompt from the Gospel. In 15.92, 
for example, Nonnus’ Jesus says that he has come “to indicate the path of piety to all” (πᾶσι θεουδείης 
ἐνέπων ὁδόν), where the Johannine Jesus simply says, “I came and spoke” (15:22: ἦλθον καὶ ἐλάλησα). 
It is telling that Rotondo’s 2017 monograph on the Paraphrase adopts this metaphor in the second half 
of its title: Itinerarium fidei. Initiation, which is the other major metaphor by which teaching is 
“emplotted” according to Fowler 2000, 213-214, is also used by the Nonnian Jesus, for example when 
he speaks of the “true initiates” (4.111: ἀληθέες … µύσται), where the Gospel has “true worshippers” 
(4:23: οἱ ἀληθινοὶ προσκυνηταί). 
42 See Dalzell 1996, 9, and Fowler 2000, 205. Gutzwiller 2007, 99 suggests that in the Hellenistic 
period, perhaps as a reaction to Plato’s critique of poetry’s claim to wisdom, the didactic poet “no 
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passage quoted in the introduction of this chapter: that their task is to take λόγοι and 
apply on them poetry’s meter and sublimity so as to ‘escape’ being prosaic. The late 
antique trend, especially in the school context, was to paraphrase texts written as 
elaborate poems, turning them into either more accessible poems or prose: there are 
such paraphrases of the Theriaca and Alexipharmaka of Nicander, of the Halieutica 
of Oppian and the Ixeutica of Dionysius, as well as various paraphrases of Dionysius 
Periegetes.43 Perhaps this considerable traffic between poetry and prose is particularly 
characteristic of the didactic genre because of its technical nature, which gives authors 
suitably challenging material to tackle. At any rate, it is conceivable that the mere fact 
that the Paraphrase is the Gospel’s close adaptation into verse would have suggested 
to Nonnus’ readers that the poem has a place within the tradition of didactic. 
Secondly, we should not ignore the popularity and the very rich production of 
didactic: this is the genre that is best represented even during the poetic ‘Dark Ages’ 
of the first – third centuries CE.44 Although the didactic poems that have come down 
to us fit the model of a discursive genre in which the teacher – poet imparts technical 
knowledge to his addressee(s), there is evidence to suggest that not all didactic poetry 
stuck so closely to these criteria. The largely lost corpus of Hellenistic metamorphosis 
poetry (primarily Boios’ Ornithogonia and Nicander’s Heteroioumena – both 
hexameter collections of metamorphosis myths) should be thought of as didactic: 
these poems would have communicated with prose metamorphosis collections, 
exhibited an outspoken  moralization, and suggested a divinely ordered and rationally 
governed universe.45 The narrativity of the myths (arranged as collected fragments) 
would have been subordinated to the didactic framework of the poems. 
Another Hellenistic subgenre that is now hopelessly fragmentary is that of   
philosophical didactic. Here, we find a poem whose structure and tenor are somewhat 
reminiscent of Nonnus’ Paraphrase. Timon of Phlius (third century BCE) wrote the 
elegiac Indalmoi,46 a dialogue with his teacher, Pyrrho, in which the poet – disciple 
celebrates his master, and presents him as a superior being, invested with divine 
                                                
longer represented himself as the source of knowledge about the subject at hand, but his role was more 
limited to providing poetic expertise, that is, the ability to express the material well in verse.” 
43 See Livrea 1989, 37-38. 
44 See Cameron 2004, 327-328. 
45 See Fletcher 2012, esp. 90-91, who highlights the importance of collection as a marker of didactic. 
46 On this author see Long 1978. For his poetry as didactic see Harder 2011, 180. 
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attributes.47 Pyrrho, in his turn, proclaims to Timon that his words “hold the straight 
canon of truth,” and affirms that “the nature of the good and the divine is eternal, and 
from that derives for man the most equable life.”48 A reader familiar with such a 
tradition of philosophical didactic would have probably seen the Paraphrase as 
belonging in, or having strong affinities with, this tradition: after all, this is also a 
dactylic poem whose narrator takes up the persona of a disciple glorifying his master, 
the literally divine Jesus, who, like Pyrrho, left no writings, is an austere teacher, and 
even speaks in similarly self-assertive terms, declaring, for example, that “I am the 
life, the truth, and the straight road.”49  
The desire to elevate the didactic master to the stars might be particularly 
striking in Timon, but several other didactic poems evince a clear  hymnic 
‘modulation’, especially close to the beginning of the composition. The extended 
hymn to the Logos, which we find at the head of the Paraphrase and which greatly 
amplifies the Gospel, can be compared with the ‘hymns to Zeus’ that open Hesiod’s 
Works and Days and Aratus’ Phaenomena.50 In the second century CE, Dionysius 
Periegetes begins his Description of the inhabited world with a quasi-hymn of 
Oceanus – both a god and part of the poet’s vast subject matter.51 The poem ends with 
a farewell to all lands and to the waters of Oceanus, a proud proclamation of the 
difficult mission the poet has accomplished (1184-1185: “I have already traversed the 
swell of the whole sea and the crooked paths of the land”), and a request that the gods 
                                                
47 See SH F841 = F67 Diels, where Timon addresses a question to Pyrrho and compares him to the Sun 
god, who guides men by turning around the earth (5-6: µοῦνος δ' ἀνθρώποισι θεοῦ τρόπον ἡγεµονεύεις, 
| ὃς περὶ πᾶσαν ἐλῶν γαῖαν ἀναστρέφεται). Cf. Jesus as the “light of life” (Book 6) and also as the only 
mortal to have ever “stepped onto the untrodden rim of the heavenly circles” (Par. 3.65-66: οὔποτε δὲ 
βροτὸς ἄλλος … | οὐρανίων ἐπάτησεν ἀνέµβατον ἄντυγα κύκλων). 
48 See SH F842 = F68 Diels: ἦ γὰρ ἐγὼν ἐρέω, ὥς µοι καταφαίνεται εἶναι, | µῦθον, ἀληθείης ὀρθὸν 
ἔχων κανόνα, | ὡς ἡ τοῦ θείου τε φύσις καὶ τἀγαθοῦ αἰεί, | ἐξ ὧν ἰσότατος γίνεται ἀνδρὶ βίος. 
49 Par. 14.20: ζωὴ ἀληθείη τε καὶ ὄρθιός εἰµι πορείη. 
50 Cf. Kneebone 2017, 220-221, who also points out that the ‘technical’ material in both poems is itself 
presented as evidence of Zeus’ ordering of the universe. Another scholar – Sider 2014, 27 – suggests 
that a more appropriate title for the Works and Days would have been the Zeusiad, given that the entire 
poem is about Zeus and how he observes and judges human actions. In the imperial period, the 
Cynegetica opens with an encomiastic dedication to Caracalla, where the emperor is praised as “sweet 
scion of Ausonian Zeus” (1.3: Αὐσονίου Ζηνὸς γλυκερὸν θάλος).  
51 In vv. 27-28 the poet praises the renowned “power of indefatigable Ocean, who, while being one, has 
come to be called by many names” (Dionys. Per., 27-28: πάντη δ' ἀκαµάτου φέρεται σθένος Ὠκεανοῖο, 
| εἷς µὲν ἐών, πολλῇσι δ' ἐπωνυµίῃσιν ἀρηρώς); for polyonymy as a hallmark of the hymnic genre see 
Bremer 1981, 194-195. 
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reward the poet for his “hymns” (ὕµνων).52 Nonnus’ Paraphrase can, arguably, be 
read as a Christian version of this didactic tradition which presents itself as a hymn to 
the gods and their providential ordering of the world.53 
Another, related hallmark of didactic, at least from the Hellenistic period 
onwards, is the creative tension between a vast subject matter, which is difficult if not 
impossible for mortals to master, and the necessity to select, order, and present this 
material in a poem.54 Aratus’ endeavor to chart the sky and the myriads of stars comes 
up against the poet’s confessed ‘lack of courage’ to speak about “the circles and 
heavenly signs of the planets”;55 Dionysius Periegetes admits that some tribes live so 
far away that “no mortal could speak about them with clarity; only the gods can do 
everything easily;”56 Oppian’s attempt to set out the innumerable multitudes of fishes 
has to contend with the boundlessness of the sea, where many things have to remain 
“hidden, and no mortal can speak about these obscure things; the mind and strength of 
humans is slight.”57 In this context, Nonnus’ rendition of two passages where the 
Gospel indicates humans’ inability fully to capture and contemplate the divine, can be 
interpreted as both belonging in and upstaging this didactic tradition. In 14.64-67 
Jesus announces that he will send to his disciples the Holy Spirit,58  
 
ὅπερ πολύµορφος ἀείρειν 
οὐ δύναταί ποτε κόσµος, ὅτι βροτὸς οὔποτε λεύσσει 
τηλίκον ἀνδροµέοισιν ἐν ὄµµασιν ἀρχέγονον φῶς, 
πνεῦµα θεοῦ γενετῆρος. 
 
whom the manifold-shaped world 
is never able to hold, because a mortal never gazes 65  
with his human eyes upon such primordial light,  
upon the spirit of God the begetter.  (Par. 14.64-67) 
 
                                                
52 Dionys. Per., 1181-1186: ... χαίρετε νῆσοι ... ἤδη γὰρ πάσης µὲν ἐπέδραµον οἶδµα θαλάσσης, | ἤδη δ' 
ἠπείρων σκολιὸν πόρον· ἀλλά µοι ὕµνων | αὐτῶν ἐκ µακάρων ἀντάξιος εἴη ἀµοιβή. 
53 Cf. Toohey’s 1996, 208-211 comments on Prudentius as a Christian didactic poet. 
54 See Kneebone 2017 passim.  
55 Aratus, Phaen. 460-461: οὐδ' ἔτι θαρσαλέος κείνων ἐγὼ ἄρκιος εἴην | ἀπλανέων τά τε κύκλα τά τ' 
αἰθέρι σήµατ' ἐνισπεῖν. 
56 Dionys. Per., 1168-1169: οὓς οὐκ ἄν τις ἀριφραδέως ἀγορεύσαι | θνητὸς ἐών· µοῦνοι δὲ θεοὶ ῥέα 
πάντα δύνανται. 
57 Opp., Halieut. 1.86-87: κέκρυπται, τά κεν οὔ τις ἀείδελα µυθήσαιτο | θνητὸς ἐών· ὀλίγος δὲ νόος 
µερόπεσσι καὶ ἀλκή. 
58 This renders Jο 14:17: ὃ ὁ κόσµος οὐ δύναται λαβεῖν, ὅτι οὐ θεωρεῖ αὐτὸ. 
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In the very last lines of the poem, John’s admission that many miracles have 
been omitted from his account, because not even the world could contain so many 
books,59 is rendered thus:  
ὅσσα καθ' ἓν στοιχηδὸν ἀνὴρ βροτὸς αἴκε χαράξῃ, 
βίβλους τοσσατίας νεοτευχέας οὐδὲ καὶ αὐτὸν 
ἔλποµαι ἀγλαόµορφον ἀτέρµονα κόσµον ἀεῖραι. 
 
[miracles] so numerous that if a mortal inscribed them one by one, line by line, 
so many newly wrought books I think 
not even the beautiful, boundless world itself could hold. (Par. 21.141-143) 
 
Nonnus (and John) share with the didactic tradition an acute awareness of the 
limitations of human understanding: just as parts of the world are inaccessible for the 
eyes of the didactic poets mentioned above, human eyes cannot contemplate the Holy 
Spirit. As is frequent with Nonnus, however, his addition of adjectives to the plain 
account of the Gospel is not merely decorative.60 The world, which can hold neither 
the Holy Spirit nor the unwritten books containing Jesus’ miracles, is “manifold-
shaped” (14.64: πολύµορφος) and “boundless” (21.143: ἀτέρµονα). In a didactic 
poem aiming to describe the world (or significant parts thereof), its multiple shapes 
and boundlessness would have been themselves the obstacles to scientific enquiry. 
The difficulty here, on the contrary, is not the immensity of the world, but something 
(the divine, the numerous miracles) that lies even beyond this world and its capacities. 
The scope of Nonnus’ poem, therefore, surpasses the already vast subjects of earlier 
didactic poems, as it provides mortals with a glimpse of the divine and of 
transcendental truth. 
Conclusions 
Nonnus chose to versify a Gospel whose genre is already “bent”.61 John’s 
account is very far from being a straightforward telling of Jesus’ life and deeds: it is 
structured as a series of didactic encounters either with single interlocutors 
(Nicodemus, the Samaritan, the paralytic, Mary and Martha, Pilate, Thomas, and, 
finally, Peter) or with larger groups (the disciples, the Jewish ‘multitudes’, the 
Pharisees), resulting in a sense that these scenes are put together as if they were 
fragments belonging in a sylloge rather than an integrated  narrative plot. Aloni’s 
                                                
59 Jο 21:25: ἅτινα ἐὰν γράφηται καθ’ ἕν, οὐδ’ αὐτὸν οἶµαι τὸν κόσµον χωρῆσαι τὰ γραφόµενα βιβλία. 
60 Cf. +Accorinti in this volume. 
61 See Attridge 2002. 
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recent reading of Hesiod’s fully extant works in terms of collection poetry, which can 
easily be broken down into ‘fragments’ for re-composition, can, to a certain degree, 
also be applied to John’s Gospel and, by extension, Nonnus’ Paraphrase.62  
What binds together these didactic encounters is, of course, the presence of 
Jesus, who imparts knowledge and guides his interlocutors towards the truth. The first 
section above has suggested that Nonnus presents Jesus as a didactic master 
throughout, and invests his speech with the authority of earlier didactic poetry by 
alluding to both archaic and Hellenistic models. The second section has drawn 
attention to poorly preserved didactic subgenres that might lie at the periphery of what 
we nowadays consider ‘didactic poetry’, but which provide a richer picture of the 
tradition in which the Paraphrase inserts itself or in which (some) readers might have 
perceived it to belong. Finally, it has been suggested that two important features of 
didactic poetry, its ‘modulation’ of hymn and its emphasis on the limitations of 
human knowledge, have parallels in the Paraphrase, which might signal to a late 
antique reader that this poem has considerable affinities with the didactic tradition. As 
a whole, Nonnus’ Christian poem may ultimately be forging its own place on the 
generic grid; my contention has been that this new place should have didactic as one 
of its main coordinates.63  
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